6                                 PRELIMINARY
Blackwcll was eager in urging that a Life should be published 'while
the iron was hot', and when, owing to a serious collapse, I had to renounce
the task I had taken up with dubitation because of the scant material then
in sight, he strove to stay me with flagons of choice vintages. Alas! I was
condemned to a milk diet. That experienced biographer, my friend
Joseph Hone, was willing to step into the breach, spite of enforced
distance in Dublin and the slightest of personal acquaintance with Steer.
On my recovery he generously waived his claim and transferred such
correspondence as had already reached him.
The earliest worker in the field remains to be warmly thanked. Mr.
Collins-Baker had for many years collected information about Steer's
work, and in conjunction with his wife, a Slade pupil of Steer, had begun
a card-index of paintings, including those in the Chelsea house. Mr.
Baker renounced his project of a book when he left the National Gallery
for a post in Pasadena, U.S.A., and a notice in 'The Art Chronicle* for
.25 December 1909 and references in his 'British Painting* (1933) are all
that found a way into print. The card-index was transferred to Mr. Isher-
wood Kay, a colleague at Trafalgar Square, and at his death to the British
Museum. With Mr. Collins Baker's ready consent it has served as founda-
tion in the full catalogue of paintings prepared by Mr. Alfred Yockney
for this book.
Originally, aware of the reserve, whether in speech or letters, of my sub-
ject, and his uneventful career, save in paint, I had spoken of an 'expanded
sketch* only: but on casting a net of correspondence in likely waters I was
able to fish up memories that in a few years more might have been spurbs
versenkt. The 'sketch* was 'expanded* accordingly, with a growing in-
terest for myself, not naturally an historian, since I see habitually by
detached picture rather than in continuous narrative.
Acknowledgements, beside those made above or in the text, are due to
others who have helped me: to my friends Boris Anrep and Ralph Wil-
son, who saved my eyes by reading and marking letters or copying pas-
sages; to Sir Eric Madagan and Professor Hind for easy access to books
and answer^to inquiries; to my wife, finally, for some emergency typing,
least service in the constant and valiant care by dint of which I have sur-
vivedatalL
*         *         *
It is a fend illusion of the critic-kind that biography gives a precious
key to in^pretarion of an artist's work All that matters of temper and
taste is written in the work itself, to be deciphered there: the rest of the
story is superfluous or irrelevant Yet from the days of that proto-gossip,
CiCKgio Vasari, there has been a constant appetite for anecdote and trait*